An experiment was conducted at the Department of Animal Science teaching and research farm, Bayero University Kano, to evaluate the effect of feeding graded levels of Moringa oleifera leaf meal (MOLM) in diets on growth performance, carcass and organ characteristics of weaned rabbits. Twenty eight grower rabbits of averagely 975g in weight were allotted into four treatments of seven rabbits each in a completely randomize design. Four isonitrogenous diets (16% CP) were formulated in which MOLM was included at 0, 15, 30 and 45% for treatments 1, 2, 3 and 4 respectively. The diets were fed to the animals for eight weeks. The result showed that daily weight gain (5.95-13.39g/day) and carcass weight ( 
INTRODUCTION
The acute shortage of animal protein in the diets of most Nigerians has been caused by the low supply and high cost of conventional meat and animal products such as beef, mutton, goat meat, poultry egg and milk. Increased rabbit production is one sure way of meeting the animal protein requirements of Nigerian populace (Iyeghe-Erakpotobor et al., 2002) . Rabbits are highly prolific animals with rapid turnover rate at very low cost. The daily weight gain is high in proportion to the body weight which gives them a rapid growth rate and sexual maturity is early. These factors result in the rabbit reaching the weight of a sexually mature animal 30% faster than other animals and also make rabbit suitable as meat producing small livestock in developing countries (Ajayi et al., 2005) . The rising prices of livestock feeds especially in Nigeria and the scarcity of conventional proteins and energy concentrates for the formulation of feeds have forced animal scientists to search for attractive, cheaper and readily available protein and energy sources. One of such plants is Moringa oleifera. Moringa oleifera contains adequate levels of essential amino acids (higher than the levels present in the FAO reference protein) and low level of anti-nutritive factors which indicate their high nutritional quality. Moringa oleifera leaves also have the advantage of reclamation of degraded area by increasing the organic matter content of the soil (Makkar and Becker, 1999) . This study was therefore designed to evaluate the effect of feeding graded levels of Moringa oleifera leaf meal (MOLM) in diets on growth performance, carcass and organ characteristics of weaned rabbits
MATERIALS AND METHODS
The experiment was conducted at the Animal Science Research farm, Bayero University Kano. The climate is characterized by defined wet season that normally begins in May and ends in September and dry season lasting from October to April. The annual temperature ranges between 16 0 C and 47 o C. The mean annual rainfall ranged from 600 to 1000mm (KNARDA, 2001) . The study lasted for eight weeks with an initial 2 weeks adjustment period. Twenty eight mongrel grower rabbits, about five weeks old and weighing averagely 975g were randomly allotted to four dietary treatments of seven rabbits each in a completely randomized design. Prior to the commencement of the experiment, the housing together with the cages were thoroughly disinfected and allowed to dry. Each cage was provided with a feeder and a drinker for daily provision of feed and fresh water. Four diets (16% crude protein) were formulated such that Moringa oleifera leaf meal was included at 0, 15, 30 and 45% for treatments 1, 2, 3 and 4 respectively. Ingredients composition of experimental diets is presented in Table 1 .
http://dx.doi.org/10.4314/bajopas.v8i2.2
The rabbits were fed in the morning (7.15 -8.15am ) daily, the quantity of feed supplied to them were weighted every morning and the left over from the previous day weighed to compute feed intake. Sixteen (16) rabbits (4 from each treatment) were used for carcass analysis. Organs such as heart, liver, kidney, lungs and spleen were weighed. The gut characteristics (small intestine, large intestine and caecum) were also weighed. Data collected were subjected to analysis of variance technique (ANOVA) as described by Steel and Torrie (1984) , where significant differences existed between treatments, least significant difference was used to separate them.
RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
Growth performance, carcass quality, organs and guts dimension of weaner rabbits fed the experimental diets is shown in Table 2 . The result of the daily live weight gain, which ranged from 5.95 to 13.39g/day increased with increasing levels of MOLM in diets and the values were comparable to the 3.14 to 11.42g/day reported by (2006) for growing rabbits fed Cirina forda larva meal in diets. Cirina forda larva meal was reported to contain high amount of crude protein (61.70%), which is more than twice that of Moringa oleifera leaf meal. The results of the dressing percentage indicated that despite the significant variation in the final live body weight of the animals in the current study, meat available for consumption from all the treatment diets was comparable. These values are however low when compared to the range of 50-57% recommended for rabbits under tropical conditions (Aduku and Olukosi, 1990) . Differences among reported values may be due mainly to the processing methods employed (skinning, roasting or scalding) and breeds of rabbits used.
Graded levels of Moringa oleifera leaf meal in diets did not influence weight of internal and external organs measured. The weight of liver (40.35-57.05g ) is comparable to the 42.30-53.40g reported by Odeyinka et al. (2007) for weaner rabbits fed soybean milk residue, cowpea testa and corn starch residue in diets. Higher values of liver weight could be an indication of the extent of its involvement in feeds digestion and metabolism. The weight of lungs (10.22-11.24g), heart (2.95-4.10g), kidney (8.30-10.70g) and kidney fat (11.10-12.65g) were comparable to the values reported by Odeyinka et al. (2007) . Other measurements which include small and large intestine, caecum, stomach, spleen, abdominal fat, tail, and legs were not affected by the dietary treatments. This is similar to the report (Joseph et al., 1997 ) that no significant difference was observed in carcass valuation parameters in rabbits fed different dietary levels of sweet potatoes.
CONCLUSION
Based on the results of this study, it was concluded that weaned rabbits can utilize varying levels of Moringa oleifera leaf meal at up to 45% level in diets without any adverse effects on growth performance, carcass yield, organ and gut characteristics. 
